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LINES ON ABRAHAM LINCOLN.

From the Ode Recited at the Harvard Commemoration,
21, J uly, 1865.
By James Russell Lowell.
Life may be given in man_y ways,
And loyalty to Truth be sealed
As bravely in the closet as the field,
So bountiful is Fate;
But then to stand beside her,
5
When craven churls deride her,
To front a lie in arms and not to yield,
This shows, methinks, God's plan
And measure of a stalwart man,
Limbed like the old heroic breeds,
10
Who stands self-poised on manhood's solid
earth,
Not forced to frame excuses for his birth,
Fed from within with all the strength he needs.
Such was he, our Martyr-Chief,
Whom late the Nation he had led,
With ashes on her head,
Wept with the passion of an angry grief;
Forgive me, if from present things I turn
To speak what in my heart will beat and burn,
And hang my wreath on his world-honored urn.
Nature, they say, doth dote,
And cannot make a man
Save on some worn-out plan,
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Repeating us by rote;
For him her Old-World moulds aside she threw,
And, choosing sweet clay :from the breast
Of the unexhausted West,
With stuff untainted shaped a h ero new,
Wise, steadfast in the strength of God, and true.
How beautiful to see
Once- more a shepherd of mankind indeed,
Who loved his charge, but never loved to lead;
One whose meek flock the people joyed to be,
Not lured by any cheat of birth,
But by his clear-grained human worth,
And brave old wisdom of sincerity!
They knew that outward grace is dust;
They could not choose but trust
In that sure-footed mind's unfaltering skill,
And supple-tempered will
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That bent like perfect steel to spring again and thrust.
His was no lonely mountain-peak of mind,
1'hrusting to thin air o'er our cloudy bars,
A sea-mark now, now lost in vapors blind;
Broad prairie rather, genial, level-lined,
Fruitful and friendly for all human kind,
Yet also nigh to heaven and loved of loftiest stars.
Nothing of Europe here,
Or, then, of Europe fronting mornward still,
Ere any names of Serf and P eer
50
Could Nature's equal scheme deface
And thwart her genial will ;
Here was a type of the true elder race,

-4And one of Plutarch's men talked with us face
face.
I praise him not; it were too late;
And some innative weakness there must be
In him who condescends to victory
Such as the Present giYes, and cannot wait,
Safe in himself as in a fate.
So always firmly he;
He knew to bide bis time,
And can his fame abide,
Still patient in his simple faith sublime,
Till the wise years decide.
Great captains, with their guns and drums,
Disturb our judgment for the hour;
But at last silence comes;
These all are gone, and, standing like a tower,
Our children shall behold his fame,
The kindly-earnest, brave, foreseeing man.
Sagacious, patient, dreading praise, not blame,
New birth of our new soil, the first American.
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EXPLANATORY NOTES AND SUGGESTIONS.
I. The Ode and the Occasion.

The seventy-two lines of this selection are part of
a long poem of 523 lines. They make up part of the
- - stanza and all of the - - - . The poem was read
at a service held by H arvard university in memor,v of
graduates and otl1er students who had gone into the
Civil War and had lost their lives; as Mr. Lowell says
in the first stanza of the ode, in memory of those"Who in warm life-blood wrote their noble verse. "
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"Live battle-odes whose lines were steel and :fire."
At the outbreak of the War for the Union, there
was an instant and very great response to the call for
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troops, from the High Schools and Colleges. The response continued throughout the War. Of the class
graduating at Harvard in 1860, sixty-four enlisted; of
whom t hirteen were killed; of the Class of 1861, thirtysix; of the Class of 1862, thirty; in 1863, thirty-two. It
was very fitting that after the war closed, stately service
iu r emembrance of these young heroes should be held
by their ' ' Reverend :Mother.' '
Worship was l~eld in the church, at which the att1;ndance of graduates was so large that only a part of
the graduates present could enter. Of this service in
the church the memorial program was held out of doors,
in what at Harvard is called "The Yard." Here Mr.
Lowell r ead his poem.
II. The Writer's Preparation.

It was especially suitable that Mr. Lowell should be
the poet of the occasion. Ile had fo r eight or nine years
been professor of Literature in the University; many of
t hose ·who had died in the army had been in his classes;
fh-e of his own young relatives had been killed, three
of whom had won distinction for ability and for heroism-" three likely lads"'' Whose comin' step there's ears that wont,
No, not life-long, leave off aviatin '."
l\1ore than this, he had taken a vigorous part in the
discussion of all questions relating to the war. His
thought and feeling had been keeping up for years;
t his commemoration gave him the right opportunity for
expression of his thoughts and feelings in the noblest
way.
Mr. Lowell bas told his feeling about these in his
" Letter to the Editor of the Alantic Monthly," lines 113
and 144.
III. How the Ode Was Written.
The writing was a quite wonderful piece of work,
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apart from its beauty as a poem. This is Mr. Lowell's
own story of how it was written:
"Two days before the commemoration, I told my
friend (Prof. Child) that it was impossible-that I was
as dull as a door-mat. But ·the next day something
gave me a jog, and the whole thing came with a rush.
I sat up all night writing it out clear. But enough
strength had gone out of me to make me weak for a
fortnight afterward, "-"literally making me lean and
so n ervous I was weeks in getting over it.''
A letter from another friend gives Mrs. Lowell's
Story: '' Mrs. Lowell told me that after Mr. Lowell
had agreed to deliver the poem, he had tried in vain
to write it. The last evening before the date fixed.
he said to her, 'I must write this poem tonigh t.
Go
to bed and do not make me feel that I am keeping you
up.' He began it at ten o'clock. At four in the morning h e came to her door and said, 'It is done and I am
going to sleep now.' She opened her eyes to see him
standing haggard and actually wasted by the labor and
excitement which had carried through a poem of 52'.3 lines
iu six hours." The changes made afterward were few.
It should be said that in one ·sense Mr. Lowell had
been at least four years writing the poem-so much of
the thought and even of the phraseology occur in prose
writing and poems throughout this period.
IV. Lincoln by Saint Gaudens.
The sketch of Mr. Lincoln here is doubtless as noble
and complete as h as up to this time been spoken or
written. In Lincoln Park, Chicago, there is a statue
of Mr. Lincoln by the sculptor Saint Gaudens, which has
expressed in this form what Mr. Lowell put into sense.
The pupil sh ould memorize the entire selection, and, if
possible, read the entir e ode. (A story of the Lincoln
statue may be secured in Parker's '' Studies of Famous
Pictures'' at 2 cents a copy or 15 cents a dozen copies,
postpaid.)

v.
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Study Notes.
Read these lines through without stopping, but r ead
slowly and thoughtfully; if practicable read them aloud;
lingering on the sentences and phrases and important
words. ·
Lines 1-4. Find the subject of the sentence, and arrange sentence in natural order. For the thought compare the opening lines of this stanza in the entire poem.
Line 3. "In the closet"-In the study, the labor atory, the shop,- solving problems, making inventions.
Name some of these.
Line 7. Compare these lines from Lowell's "Present Crisis."' Then to side with Truth is noble when we share her
wretched crest
E'er her cause bring fame and profit and 'tis prosperous
to be just."
Also, these lines found earlier in the same stanza
of the ode' ·Those l ove her (Truth) best who to themselves are true
And what they dare to dream of dare to do."
Line 8. What does " This" stand £or? or what is
" God's measure 1" Line 11. "Self-poised "-explain 1
" Old heroic breeds " - the heroes of story-Ulysses.
Siegfried, King Arthur and his Knights, Who besides
Lincoln in late times are of this breed 1 Line 10. "Limbed,"
built, framed, set up.
Line 13. Compare with these expressions: of independent mind; dependent on circumstances.
Lines 14-17. These are hard lines to read; analyze
the sentence carefully, first of all.
"Such"-such as what1 See lines 1-13. Pick out
all the descriptive phrases. "late"-Date of Lincoln's
death? of funeral services? p ick out some brief description of these. Explain '' ashes on head.''
Lines 18-20. "Present things"-the commemoration services and Harvard heroes. E xplain "world-

-8--honored urn." Look up urn in Unabridged Dictionary.
Compare lines 21-24 with lines 25-29, noting that
"worn out plan" and "hero new" arc the central ·words.
Lines 30-36. "Shepherd of mankind "-how does
t his title apply to Lincoln ? What other persons can
you name who might be given this title? Why ? If Lowell's
'· Shepherd of King Admetns" is at hand, read it for
certain lines that may help explain here. Explain
iT'." cheat of birth." Be snrc to linger on the fine phrase
i.;J line 36.
Lines 37-41. ''Outward grace is dust"-that is, befongs to body only, not the mind, hence, passes easily
and quickly; does not live after the body grows old or
dies. Explain "sure footed mind." "Perfect steel"look up Damascus sword.
L ines 42-47. Explain the contrasts between "mountain peak of mind" and "broad-prairie- ( of mind").
" Thrusting," extending, rising, reaching. What is the
f,1rce of '' loved of loftiest stars''?
Lines 48-54. Explain '' Europe fronting morn ward.''
Lines 50-51 will help; and the opening of the "Declaration of Independence" will help on lines 50-51.
"One of Plutarch's men "-Plutarch was a remarkable writer of lives of famous Greeks and Romans.
"Plutarch's Lives" is one of the few of greatest books
of the world-especially great in its pen portraits.
Lines 55-72. These lines are peculiarly .fine, and
mainly need to be read and read over and over again,
with fullest sympathy. Think out carefully : "He knew
tc: bide his time;" "condescends to victory;" "Still
patient in his simple f~ith;" "the wise years;" "Safe in
himself as in a fate,'' comparing with lines 11-13.
Discuss the claim of Mr. Lincoln and Mr. Wafshington to the title of "first,-that is, foremost- American."
Try to recite the whole selection from memory; or
at least, lines 55 to 72. Recall phrases, bits of portraiture, figures which you have especially liked.
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